SATIRE 8 
True Nobility 


What use are family trees? Dear Ponticus, what's the advantage 

in being judged by the length of your blood, in displaying the 
portraits 

of forebears—an Aemilianus standing high in his chariot, 

a Curius of whom only half survives, or perhaps a Corvinus 

minus his arms, or a Galba deprived of nose and cars? 

What is gained by being entitled to exhibit pontiffs 

on your ample chart, and to reach right back through many a 
branch 

to grimy masters of horse, with perhaps a dictator included, 

if under the Lepidi’s eyes your life is evil? What good are 

the statues ofall those warriors, if you spend the night in 
gambling 10 

before the Numantini, and don’t go to bed until dawn— 

the time when the generals of old would be moving camp and 
standard? 

Why should a Fabius, born in Hercules’ house, take pride 

in the Great Altar and the Gallic title, ifhe’s greedy and silly, 

ifhe’s altogether more pampered than a Eugánean lamb, 

if, by having his buttocks smoothed with Cátina’s pumice, 

he affronts his hairy progenitors, and if, through dealing in 


poison, 
he disgraces his clan, and his own statuc is publicly smashed? 
Though you deck your hall from end to end with ancient waxes 
on either side, virtue is the one and only nobility. 20 
So bea Paulus or Cossus or Drusus—in moral integrity. 
Prize that moral integrity above your ancestors’ portraits. 
When you are consul, let that walk ahead of your very rods. 
First you must show me the goods of the spirit. Do you 
deserve ` 
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by your words and deeds to be counted blameless and valiant for 
justice? 
laccept your status, and salute you as Gactilicus or as Silanus. 
Whatever your ancient linc, if you prove a rare and distinguished 
citizen, then you will be a boon to your happy country, 
and all will gladly cry what the people of Egypt cry 
when the new Osiris is found. For who would call anyone noble 
who disgraced his family, and claimed renown for nothing, 
apart from 
his famous name? If somebody owns a dwarf, we call him 
‘Atlas’; a negro, ‘Swan’; a bent and disfigured girl, 
‘Europa’. Curs that are listless, and bald from years of mange, 
and lick the rim ofan empty lamp for oil, are given 
the name of ‘Leopard’, ‘Tiger’, ‘Leo’, or whatever beast 
inspires fear by its terrible roars. Take very good care, then, 
that this is not why you are called ‘Créticus’ or ‘Camerinus’! 


For whom are these words of warning? I am talking to you, 
Rubellius 

Blandus. Your head is swollen by belonging to Drusus’ linc, 

as if you had done anything to make yourself noble, or deserved 
any credit 

for having a blue-blooded Julian lady as mother, instead of 

a woman who weaves for hire bencath the windy embankment. 

“You are trash,’ you say, ‘the very commonest rabble. 

Not one of you can point to the country where his father was 
born. 

But I’m a descendant of Cecrops.’ Bravo, and long may you 
glory 

is such a pedigree! Yet, in the lowest dregs you'll encounter 

a Roman of cloquence; one who will often plead the case 

ofan ignorant aristocrat. From the masses will come a toga’d 
figure 

who can pick his way through the knots and riddles of law and 
statute. 

From there comes the keen young soldier who takes as his goal 
the Euphrates 

or the cagles that are set to guard the conquered Batávi. But you 

are a mere ‘descendant of Cecrops’, just like a limbless Herm. 


71 


30 


so 
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In fact there is one point only in which you have the advantage: 
while he has a head of marble, you are a living statue. 


Tell me, o scion of the Trojans, in the case of dumb animals, 
who 

considers them highly bred unless they are strong? For that 

we admire the flying horse, whose easy victories send 

deafening roars of excitement echoing round the race-course. 

The thoroughbred horse, whatever his pasture, is the one whose 
speed 60 

takes him clear of the others, and whose dust is first on the track. 

Coryphaéus’ progeny, however, or that of Hirpinus, is 
auctioned 

as low-grade stock if Victory seldom rides on his pole. 

No respect for pedigree there, no favour obtained 

through the ghosts of the dead. Those who lack the speed of 
their sires 

and are only good for turning a mill, must change their owners 

fora paltry sum, and gall their necks by pulling a waggon. 

So if we're to venerate you, and not your possessions, provide us 

first with something to carve on your record, apart from the 
honours 

we pay, and have always paid, to those who gave you your 
status. 70 


So much, then, for the youth who, as tradition assures us, 

was puffed full of arrogance, all on account of his kinship with 
Nero. 

In men of that class a concern for others is rarely encountered; 

but in your case, Ponticus, I should be sorry if you were valued 

for your family’s prowess, and not for achieving something 
yourself 

to be proud of in future. It’s feeble to lean on the fame of others; 

remove the supporting columns, and the roof will come 
crashing down; 

the vine on the ground misses the elm to which it was married. 

Bea brave soldier, a faithful guardian, and also an honest 

judge. Or if, in a case where justice hangs in the balance, 80 

you appear as a witness, then, though Phálaris bids you deny 
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the truth, brings in his bull, and dictates the lics to be told, 

count it the worst disgrace to prefer survival to honour, 

and, for the sake of life, to lose the point ofliving. 

The man who deserves to dic is dead, though he dine ona 
hundred . 

Gauran oysters and soak in a bath of Cosmus’ perfumes. 


When at last the province, to which you have long looked 
forward, 

receives you as governor, puta rein and curb on your anger, 

and on your greed; take some pity on the poor provincials. 

What you see is the bones of thcir state, sucked dry of the 
marrow. go 

Keep in mind what the laws prescribe, what the senate lays 
down, 

what honours await the good, how just was the bolt which 
blasted 

Tutor and Capito, Cilicia’s pirates, down to ruin, 

when the senate condemned them. Yet what was gained by their 
condemnation? 

Find an auctioneer, Chacrippus, to sell your rags, 

since Pansa is stripping you now of whatever Natta left. 

Then hush! On top ofall that, it’s madness to lose your boat- 
fare. 


Once, when our allies were newly conquered and still were 
thriving, 

things were different. To be sure, they groaned with pain at their 
losses; 

but thcir private houses were full of goods; masses of money 100 

remained untouched. They had Spartan cloaks and Coan 
purples. 

They had Phidias’ ivorics, with Myron’s bronzes and 
Parrhasius’ pictures— 

wonderfully life-like; Polyclitus’ marbles were all around; 

there was hardly a table without its piece of Mentor’s silver. 

Then Dolabella and the greedy Antonius, then the unholy 

Verres set about smuggling home in their tall-hulled ships 

peace-time trophies which far exceeded the spoils of war. 
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Now we can steal no more from our allies, on taking a croft, 

than a few yoke of oxen, a handful of mares along with the 
stallion, 

and the actual gods of the hearth—if there’s a decent statue, 110 

ora single Lar in his little shrine. Perhaps you despise 

people who prize such items highly (for these are their 
treasures). 

Well, you are right to despise the indolent sons of Rhodes, 

and Corinth reeking with perfume (for what would you have to 
fear 

from the resined youth ofa country where everyone's legs are 
smooth?). 

But hairy Spain, and the land of Gaul, and Illyria’s coast— 

be sure to stay clear of them; and leave those reapers alone 

who feed the capital, setting it free for shows and races. 

(The effects of your crime would be dire, and where’s the profit? 
For now that 

Marius has stolen their money-belts, there are no fat Africans 
left.) 120 

Beware, above all, of inflicting a grave injustice on people 

whoare brave as well as wretched. You can take their gold and 
silver, 

every bit of it; you will not remove their shield and sword, 

their spear and helmet. When men have been robbed, they still 
have weapons. 


Those last words are not a mere epigram. No, they’re the truth. 130 
Believe me, I’m reading you one of the Siby]’s leaves. 
If your staff is above reproach, no long-haired boy is permitted 
tosell your verdicts, and no complaint is attached to your wife 
(if she doesn’t look forward to swooping down through the 
towns and districts, 
pouncing on cash with her crooked claws, just like a Celaeno), 
you may trace your line to the woodpecker king; and if you 
hanker 
after loftier names, you may count the entire formation 
of Titans—yes, and Prometheus himself—among your 
forebears. 133 
But if ambition and lust sweep you impulsively on, 135 
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if your rods are broken across the bloody backs of our allies, 

if you take a delight in blunted axes and weary headsmen, 

then the renown of those very ancestors stands in your way, 

and holds a shining torch above your infamous deeds. 

The higher a criminal’s place in the world, the more universal 140 

is the odium which he incurs for every vice of the soul. 

Tell me, if you’re a forger of wills, how does it help 

that you do it ina temple your grandfather built, or in front of a 
statue 

proclaiming your father’s triumph? What use is birth if, at night- 
time, 

you muffle your head in a Gallic cloak and sct out on adultery? 

The fat Lateranus hurtles past his family’s ashes 

and bones in a flying gig, and he himself, yes he 

himself applics the brake to the wheel, docs our mulctecr 
consul— 

by night, to be sure, but the moon looks down, and the stars 
bear witness, 

watching intently. Later, when his term of office is ended, 150 

then Lateranus will take up his whip in broad daylight. 

Notin the least uneasy at meeting an elderly friend, 

he will greet him first with a flick of his switch; he'll even unbind 

a truss of hay and shake out barley for his weary mules. 

Till then, while he slays ‘a woolly victim and a reddish bullock’ 

as Numa prescribed, he swears before the altar of Jove 

by Epona alone, whose picture is daubed on the stinking stables. 

But when he decides to visit again the all-night bistro, 

a Syrian Jew, wet with the perfume he has plastered on, 

comes bustling up, a Syrian Jew from Palestine Gate, 160 

playing ‘mine host’, calling him ‘sir’ and ‘your honour’; behind 
him 

comes barmaid Cyane, dress tucked up and flagon at the ready. 

To excuse his misconduct, someone will say ‘well we did the 
same 

when we were lads’. Very well; but you stopped, I take it, and 
didn’t 

persist with your folly. Escapades should be just a phase. 

Some kinds of silliness ought to be shed with your earliest beard. 

Boys will be boys. But when Lateranus passed underneath 
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the awnings’ coloured signs on his way to the bath-house bar, 
he was old enough to defend Armenia's and Syria’s rivers, 


and also the Rhine and Danube. Men of that age have the vigour 170 


to protect the person of Nero. Send your lieutenant, Caesar, 

to Ostia, send him. But look for him first in a roomy bodega. 

You will find him lying cheek by jowl beside an assassin, 

enjoying the company of sailors, thieves, and runaway slaves, 

on his right a hangman and a fellow who hammers coffins 
together, 

on his left the silent drums of a sprawling eunuch priest. 

Here is Liberty Hall. The cups are shared and the couches 

are not reserved; everyone’s equally close to the table. 

Ponticus, what would you do if you chanced ona slave like 
him? 

You’d pack him off to Lucania, I warrant, or a Tuscan chain- 
gang! 

But our Trojan elite excuse each other; so forms of behaviour 

are allowed to Brutus and Vélesus which would bring disgrace 
toa cobbler. 


Alas, one can never cite so foul and shameful an instance 

that something even worse does not remain to be mentioned. 

When all his money was squandered, Damasippus proceeded to 
hire 

his voice to the stage, playing the screaming Ghost of Catullus, 

while the agile Lentulus played Lauréolus’ part to perfection; 

(if you ask me, he deserved a proper cross). But the people 

themselves are partly to blame. With a brazen contempt for 
propricty, 

they sit and watch the puerile antics of Rome’s patricians; 

they listen to Fabian fools, and manage to laugh at Mamerci 

getting a drubbing. Who cares what such figures are paid in 
exchange 

for their social existence? They sell it, although no Nero compels 
them. 

They sell it, without a thought, at the games of the lofty praetor. 

Yet imagine the headsman’s sword was here, and the stage was 
there. 

Which is the better? Would anyone choose, from fear of death, 
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to be Thymele’s jealous husband, or Corinthus’ stupid 

partner? 
And yet, when an emperor plays the harp, is it strange that a 

noble 
should act ina farce? The one step left is the fighters’ school. 
Rome has known even that disgrace: a Gracchus fighting, 200 
not in a ‘fishman’s’ gear, nor yet with shield and sabre 201 
(he rejects those kinds of outfit); no, he wields a trident! 
He casts the hovering net with a flick of the wrist; but on missing 204 
his target he turns his uncovered face to the crowd, and 

displaying 
his features to all he runs for his life across the arena. 
There's no mistaking his tunic with the stripe of gold that 

stretches 
down from its throat, or the ribbon that streams from his conical 

hat. 
The ‘chaser’, therefore, who was ordered to enter the arena with 

Gracchus 
endured a disgrace which was harder to bear than any wounds. 210 


Give the people a free vote; without hesitation 

every decent man would prefer Seneca to Nero. 

To punish that creature in a fitting manner, a single ape, 

asingle snake, and a single bag would not have sufficed. 

His crime was that of Agamcmnon’s son, but cases are altered 

by motives. The latter, at the behest of heaven itsclf, 

was avenging a father slain as the wine was flowing; he never 

defiled himself by strangling Electra or shedding the blood 

of his Spartan wife; he never mixed a poisoned cocktail 

for his own relations; never sang the part of Orestes, 220 

or wrote a Trojan epic. What crime cried louder for vengeance 

on the part of Verginius’ men or those of Vindex and Galba, 

ofall that Nero committed in his savage and bloody reign? 

These are the achievements, these the arts of our high-born 
sovercign, 

onc who enjoyed demeaning himself on a foreign stage 

by his horrid singing, and winning a garland of Grecian parsley. 

Deck your forefathers’ busts with the prizes won by your voice; 

before Domitius’ fect lay down the trailing robe 
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of Thyestes, or else the mask of Antigone or Melanippe, 
and hang your harp on your own colossal statue of marble! 


What could you hope to find more high than Catiline’s birth 

or that of Cethégus? Yet they conspired to attack our homes 

and temples at night, with steel and flame, as though they 
belonged 

to the heirs of the trousered Narbonese or the sons of the 
Sendnes; 


they dared an outrage grave enough for ‘the shirt of discomfort’. 


Buta consul was on the alert, and threw their banners back. 

A man who was new to office, a provincial knight from 
Arpinum, 

a commoner just arrived in Rome, posted detachments 

throughout the frightened city; took thought for every hill. 

Thus, within the walls, the toga conferred upon him 

renown and honour no less than Octavian won off Leucas, 

or upon Thessaly’s plains when, with his dripping sword, 

he forged a chain of death. But Rome was a free republic 

when she called Cicero her country’s parent and her country’s 
father. 

Another son of Arpinum worked in the Volscian hills 

for a daily wage, toiling behind another's plough. 

Later, the centurion’s knotty staff would break on his head, 

when he was slow or lazy in digging the camp’s defences. 

Yet he took on the Cimbri, at a time of national peril, 

and he was the one who brought salvation to the terrified city. 

And so, as the ravens (who had never encountered such massive 
corpses) 

glided down to glut themselves on the rotting dead, 

his noble colleague was given a smaller share of the bays. 

The souls of the Decii, yes, their very names were plebeian; 

they, however, were deemed enough by the gods below 

and by Mother Earth to serve as quittance for all the legions, 

and all the auxiliary troops, and all the youth of Latium. 

One born ofa slave attained to Quirinus’ crown 

and his mantle and rods. He was the last of our righteous kings, 

whereas the sons of the consul himself plotted to open 

the bolts of the gates to the banished tyrants, acting like traitors, 
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when they ought to have done some valiant deed to establish 

freedom, 
a deed which Mucius, or Cocles, or the lass who swam the Tiber 
(then the bounds of the Roman empire) could have admired. 
A slave who was fit to be mourned by ladies divulged the secret 
plot to the senate. The sons received their just deserts 
from the lash and the axe, then for the first time sanctioned by 

law. 


I'd rather Thersites had been your father, provided that you 
resembled Aeacus’ grandson and could wield the weapons of 
Vulcan, 270 

than that Achilles begat you, and you were another Thersites. 
However far back you care to go in tracing your name, 

the fact remains that your clan began in a haven for outlaws. 

The first of all your line, whatever his name may have been, 

was cither a shepherd—or else a thing I'd rather not mention. 


